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Those icons of the entertainment world the Topp Twins are about 
to step on stage in Hawke’s Bay. A morning with them discussing 

everything from acting to activism reveals why they are rightly 
regarded as national treasures.



P
itsch Leiser and the Topp Twins are friends. 
Pitsch is Director of Arts Inc. and in charge 
of the mammoth production that is the 
Harcourts Hawke’s Bay Arts Festival playing in 
October. Lynda and Jools? Well they probably 

need no introduction, but for the sake of clarity they 
recently received the highest honour in the land as Dame 
Companions of the New Zealand Order of Merit in the 
Queen’s Birthday Honours 2018 – Dame Julie Bethridge 
Topp and Dame Lynda Bethridge Topp – for their 
contribution to New Zealand’s entertainment industry. 

As veterans of the Kiwi theatrical world, 
the three of them have shared the spotlight 
in both production and performance on 
many a stage throughout the country 
for longer than they can remember. But 
certainly long enough to establish a strong 
bond of friendship. So, when a chance 
encounter at a restaurant in Waiheke last 
year led to discussion about the festival, to 
them it was a no-brainer to accept when 
Pitsch suggested they might like to be a 
part of the show.

“Well, we love Pitsch. We love his energy and his 
persistence. He’s been committed to theatre and 
performance for a long, long time. And we so admire what 
he has done for the arts in Hawke’s Bay,” they both say.

“And we also love festivals,” Lynda continues. “I take 
my hat off to anyone who organises them. Overseas it’s 
much easier, with way more people to help. But here it’s 
a challenge. It’s a big thing to take on with few resources 
– money and staff are in short supply – but most of them 
in New Zealand are so full of heart and soul. They are great 
because there is always that wonderful combination of the 
old tried-and-true,” (a category in which they justifiably 
put themselves) “but then there is the chance for the new 
up-and-coming artists making their way to also be seen. 
And it is so important that people are aware of the arts and 
what they can do to encourage growth. So if we’re asked, 
we’ll do it.” 

Friendship, to the Topp Twins, could probably be defined 
as the secret of their success. You only need to watch the 
award winning Topp Country TV series – one, two and 
three – to realise that. They come by it honestly. Born in 
1958 into what can only be described as a salt-of-the-
earth farming family – close-knit and caring, traits so 
typical of that generation – they are swift to acknowledge 



that it was their upbringing which gave them the bones 
and the backing for their career as entertainers. 

“We had a great childhood. Mum and Dad were always 
there for us. And country life is brilliant for kids – teaches 
you about life in the best possible, most natural way,” 
says Lynda. “We looked after the horses and the cows 
as a family and we were expected to work on the farm, 
but we were also extremely excited by the opportunity. 
It was a great relationship between our parents and us 
three.” (With Bruce, their brother, forming the childhood 
triumvirate.)

They both speak about their parents with real affection 
and gratitude for the way they were brought up. “Our 
mum is amazing,” Lynda explains. “We are so lucky. 
She taught us to be good and polite and friendly. And to 
stand up and be counted. We could dislike someone, but 
we were not to hate. And it was important to never let 
anyone know you had made a mistake, but to just keep on 
going.” That moral fibre was to become intrinsic to both 
their personalities. “She also said we always had to tell the 
truth. But not only that – we had to do it faster. And get 
rid of it,” Jools laughs. A background which was to stand 
them in good stead as they began their foray into the 
world of entertainment in earnest. 

As children, they were also surrounded 
by music. Says Lynda, “Dad could play 
anything by ear on the piano. All the golden 
oldies. ‘Goodnight Irene’ was a favourite – 
our grandmother’s name. And our mother 
was a wonderful ballroom dancer. We were 
hopeless, we’ve both got two left feet, but 
I can well remember her trying to teach us 
the Scottish sword dance in the kitchen 
with a couple of old broom handles.”

“We had an old record player at home, but our parents 
thought it rude to put it on when we had company,” Jools 
goes on. “So as kids, we’d bring out the guitar and sing all 
the old songs everyone loved to sing – ‘Pearly Shells’, ‘Lili 
Marlene’ – it brought everyone together and was such a 
gift for all of us. Doesn’t happen now. Singalongs? Lucky 
if anyone knows a song. But our parents were very into it. 
Mum was a member of Federated Farmers and they put on 
a big show every year. The ladies loved doing it. Full of fun 
and laughter and camaraderie.”

A pretty solid platform then for what was to follow. 
After a brief stint in the army, they took to the streets of 
Auckland doing what they did best: singing as buskers. 
An experience they regard as being the linchpin to their 
future success. “We started in Queen Street, and that is 
real theatre,” Jools explains. “You have to work really hard 



to make people stop and listen; there’s a lot of theatre 
needed to persuade people to put their hands in their 
pockets. It was our apprenticeship.” And it led to being 
asked to go on a national tour of New Zealand with 
the Students Arts Council, “which no longer exists, 
unfortunately. We went around all the campuses and 
did lots of shows; then joined up with the Slick Stage 
Company, sharing the stage with others, cos we didn’t 
have enough material for a full show. But the next year 
it was just us. It was like magic when we actually got 
into the theatre,” she laughs. “Lights, curtains; you 
could make anything happen. Honestly, we just loved 
it. And still do.”

It was also an era rich with material 
that suited their beliefs, initiating the 
activism for which they were to become 
renowned: nuclear free, Bastion Point, 
the homosexual law reform, apartheid, 
Māori land issues, to name just a few. 
Although they had always been brought 
up to speak up for what they felt was 
right, they found music was the way to 
get the message across. 

“We wrote a song about anything and 
everything,” comments Lynda. “If there 
was a protest march, we were asked to 
write a song. Sometimes it’s much easier 
to sing a song about something to make a 
point. It touches lightly.”

“Much better than bashing someone over the head 
from a soapbox,” comments Jools. “They do say that 
laughter is the best medicine, but it’s also a wonderful 
way of making a statement. If you can sing a song about 
an issue, people get the message and start reflecting 
on the words. Also, they’ll listen to a favourite song 
again and again – as opposed to telling a joke, when 
they’re swift to tell you they’ve heard that one already. 
Music allowed us to make a statement. Mum has always 
instilled in us a sense of justice, and as there were two 
of us, we could back each other up. And of course we 
did start at a time of great political upheaval. But there 
was always a certain amount of tolerance required for 
us as good people. We do tend to judge others because 
we’re fearful, and sometimes you only need to be 
around them to see what our differences are that makes 
life interesting.” 

They began developing characters, side-splittingly 
funny ones who really captured the essence of the Kiwi 
way of life and consequently its soul. 



“Our characters are there to send people up though,” 
Jools points out, “not put people down. That’s a really 
important part of being a good performer. You can’t get 
a good laugh by putting somebody or something down. 
And to get that laugh you need to really know your 
characters. When we first make them up we give them a 
whole life history – where they come from, what kind of 
clothes they wear – so you almost feel as if they are real.”

To many they are. She relates an endearing story about 
a little six-year-old girl who was in love with Camp 
Mother, and when it came the time for the lights to go 
up and move out “she became distraught, because she 
thought Camp Mother had been locked up in the theatre 
for the night. When we came out as ourselves, she just 
wouldn’t believe us. So Lynda finally went back in and 
changed into her Camp Mother costume. And she was 
so excited. But she wasn’t having a bar of the fact that it 
was Lynda who was Camp Mother. You see, when you are 
little, the theatre is very real.” 

Dilly and Prue Ramsbottom, socialites from Hawke’s Bay 
establishment, are part of the coterie of characters they 
have created who don’t necessarily do stage work. But 
rather they chat at cocktail parties or at the back of a 
horse cart. 

As Lynda says, “We get invited to do a lot of conferences, 
people like Prue and Dilly wander around having a chat 
and a drink with the guests. It breaks the ice.” According 
to Jools, “We tried to find interesting characters who 
relate to New Zealand on our TV show. Dilly and Prue 
were all about mingling and introducing themselves. So 
were the Kens. They were never on stage until we decided 
to do our first TV programme.”

A comedy scene at the Golden Shears needed some 
characters that “the blokes could feel comfortable with 
and talk to,” continues Jools. “Cos honestly, if Camp 
Mother was talking to them, those young shearers would 

be so shy. So we decided to dress up as Ken and Ken. 
And the moment we did that the boys were asking us to 
come down to the pub with them and have a few beers. 
It was just remarkable.” 

Much like the great comedians of the past 
– Morecombe and Wise, the Two Ronnies, 
and Laurel and Hardy come to mind – 
the Topp Twins share the leader and the 
follower roles. “Even though Jools is older 
by five minutes,” jokes Lynda, “we do 
swap and take turns. If one character is 
moving forward, the other has to be ready 
to take up the baton and follow.” 

“Lynda is definitely Camp Mother and Camp Leader just 
totters along behind. We’re in our 60s now and don’t see 
either as being the boss. We just kind of chug along and 
lead each other,” adds Jools.

It’s a subtle interplay, which they have mastered in 
spades. “Everyone has a Ken or a Prue or a Dilly in their 
lives,” says Lynda. “Or a Camp Mother or Camp Leader 
– they are all very accessible. And so are we. We don’t 
turn up at a gig in a limo. It’s very important in New 
Zealand that you don’t get too big for your boots,” she 
comments, somewhat wryly. 

“Lynda has great audience control and perception of 
the mood,” explains Jools. “So, if you’re both trying to 
get a laugh it doesn’t work, there must be a fall guy, one 
slightly more serious than the other, which makes the 
other even funnier. But Camp Leader is still seriously 
involved in making sure the keys and the songs are 
right. We’re more excited about the spontaneity – you 
never see the same show twice, so there’s a constant 
refreshment, and still feeling new every time we walk 
out on stage. There’s always a sense of the unexpected.”



Which well sums up the reason for their being able to reach audiences of 
ages five to ninety-five. “We did a show in Invercargill recently where 
there were five generations of a family in the audience. Most kids don’t 
want to go out with their parents, but they do to see us. Parents and 
grandparents can sing along too, cos they know the songs – and the kids 
seem to love it. Every time we go out, we’re told they love our songs,” 
comments Lynda. 

It does appear that whatever they decide on just races 
up to Number One. And there’s no denying that’s a true 
talent. Topp Country, which has won so many awards, 
is an example. Many suggestions for content were put 
forward, but they suggested food because they felt it 
was such a hot topic they might as well enter the field. 
The rest is history. Lynda’s restaurant in Methven, Topp 
Country Café, not being the least of it. 

This raises another of the long list of their talents which have been turned 
into success stories: their children’s books. 

“We were approached by Scholastic to be a part of the team because kids 
need to be encouraged to read these days,” Lynda relates. “It’s all about 
mobile phones now. So we only agreed if we could sing nursery rhymes 
which were out of copyright, and grandparents would therefore know the 
song and could sing along with their grandchildren as they learned. So we 
said, let’s do something different: old classical with new illustrations, and 
sing in a simple way so everyone can follow.” 

“It was the fact we could help teach kids to get involved that got us 
involved,” Jools adds. “There has been such a low reading success rate the 
past years. If grandparents, parents and children can share a book and 
sing along, the kids seem to love it. And we’re very lucky. Jenny Cooper (a 
well-known and highly regarded artist/illustrator in her own right) just 
makes the characters come alive, which adds to the appeal.” 



Making things real could be the Topp Twins’ mantra. 
Their upbringing has certainly taught them that. Right 
down to the fact they mastermind all their costumes 
themselves. “We haunt second-hand shops,” Jools 
admits. “For instance, Camp Leader’s cardy (a positive 
beacon of a past era) I found in an old antique shop. It’s 
got two black sheep and I Love NZ knitted into it, with 
a little black sheep hidden on the back of the elbow 
on one sleeve. It started a knitting competition for us. 
And Mum is a great knitter. Falls asleep watching TV 
and knitting every night. We’ve got two knitted dolls 
in Te Papa of Camp Mother and Camp Leader – we were 
given them, so we gave them to the museum for the NZ 
Exhibition, it’s another dying art though.” Maybe we see 
a knitting book coming up?

Their next big thing is The Movie. “We’ve just about 
completed the full story,” says Jools. “And it is top 
secret, but I can let a little bit out of the bag. It’s about 
water. It’s not a doco – our characters, based on the 
Kens, are about New Zealanders and how we deal with 
our water. A bit of a David and Goliath tale. It’s a sweet 
New Zealand story.”

“We’ve been working on it for a year and a half,” Lynda 
adds. “It takes a long time, what with script writing 
between gigs, touring, there’s always something. Every 
week someone wants us. And we still just love doing it. 
We did think things might slow down a little bit, but the 

last few years have been busier than ever. And we’re still 
having fun nearly forty years on.” 

“We’re a bit like the Eveready Battery 
Bunny,” comments Jools. “And if people 
take away a little bit of joy when we rock 
into town to have a bit of a laugh, we’re 
happy. We make friends along the way. 
Forget we’re Dames, but we do feel very 
honoured and lucky, especially as we have 
rattled the cage quite often. 

“And our dad was still alive then, so he got to see his 
daughters get a gong pinned on their shirts. We didn’t 
tell him till two days before when we had to cos we were 
getting ready to go up to Auckland. He thought we were 
pulling his leg: ‘No Dad it’s the truth.’ He was so excited. 
Mum and Dad were together 65 years. Really old school. 
They taught us all about values, which has stood us in 
good stead.”

So considering all that, what now? “I guess as long as we 
feel comfortable getting out on the road again, which was 
how we started, we’ll carry on.”

And as that carrying on is soon to hit the Bay, what are we 
to expect when the Topp Twins step on stage? “Well, we 
usually have no idea until the day before,” Jools admits. 
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“We look at the newspapers and keep our ears out for what might 
be happening that we can include. Certainly Camp Mother and Ken 
will be there, but we’re always changing – a surprise to all of us. 
Twenty to thirty per cent of the time we don’t know what’s going 
to happen; we use people in the audience and they become the star, 
which is exciting for us and for them. Always that sense of: What 
are they going to do? What are they going to say?” 

“Really, our true passion is to walk out on stage, 
to be live. You just get one crack at it,” Jools says. 
“There’s something exciting about that. When we 
were younger we used to get a bit panicked about 
live, but now we realise that we’ve honed our 
skills so we can get ourselves out of any pickle.”

Linda and Jools have many friends in the Bay. “We’ve been here a 
lot and love it. Played at the Hawke’s Bay Show a couple of times, 
and often for Horse of the Year.” (The twins are known for their 
love of horses – Jools had the cast of Equus on her farm to help them 
understand how horses moved, and she is also a barefoot trimmer.) 
So naturally, “We won’t be short of a cup of tea when we get 
there,” Jools laughs!

Which probably sums up the reason why the Dames will yet again 
captivate our hearts when they step onto the Victoria Spiegeltent 
stage in October. 

The Topp Twins are appearing at the Victoria Spiegeltent on Friday 25 
October at 7.00 p.m. For more information on the Harcourts Hawke’s 
Bay Art Festival go to www.hbaf.co.nz


